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Nikki S. Lee Exhibit Features American Subcultures 
At The Cleveland Museum of Art 


Lee immerses herself within subcultures that others might overlook 


CLEVELAND (Oct. 28, 2003) — The Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) introduces the new exhibition, 
Assumed Identities: Nikki S. Lee Photographs, featuring 12 of her contemporary images from seven 
Projects. The exhibition will open Nov. 22, 2003 and remain on view through Jan. 21, 2004. In this engaging 
body of work, she investigates issues of group identity while creating a reality of her own. 

Admission to this exhibition and the Museum is free. 

Nikki S. Lee was born in 1970 in Kye-Chang, South Korea. After graduating from college with an 
undergraduate degree in photography, she moved in 1994 to New York City, where her new hometown would 
provide many opportunities to explore identities far removed from her own. In 1997, Lee began the Projects 
series and over the next five years, she explored 14 disparate social character types—including a drag queen, 
an East Village punk, a yuppie, an Hispanic woman, an elderly woman, a housewife in an Ohio trailer park 
and an exotic dancer. Lee plays each character herself, uniting this large group of contrasting images with her 
portrait. 

Lee’s conceptual approach relied heavily on her performance skills and her interest in fashion and 
talent for style. She explored various social identities by integrating herself into selected communities. This 
immersion was preceded by prolonged periods of research. She sometimes researched a social group for 
weeks or sometimes months watching the daily rituals that identify one as a part of a subculture. Curator of 
Photography Tom Hinson, who organized this exhibition, said of her approach, “Lee’s keen eye for detail and 
cultural fidelity enabled her to assume each new identity together with a particular social group’s dress, 
identifying accoutrements, recognizable behavior and body language.” 

After this process had been completed, Lee transformed herself into what she believed would be 
accepted by them and introduced herself to the community by hanging out with them for days or months, 
testing the veracity of her new persona. Although she had the power of a chameleon to adopt stereotypical 


characteristics, her performance remained transparent, her Asian features always recognizable. She depended 
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on the willingness of those in the selected group to accept her as a member in good standing, thus reinforcing 
the appearance of inclusion. 

As she made new friends, she would explain that she was an artist and would ask permission to be 
photographed with them. A snapshot camera was used to make her straightforward photojournalistic images. 
Lee often reinforced the apparent amateur quality of her pictures by leaving the processing day, associated 
with drugstore prints, in a corner of the finished photograph. Initially, her friend Soo Hyum Ahn would 
accompany her, taking the pictures. Later, she would ask one of her new friends or a complete stranger to 
snap the shutter, making a simple, unintimidating camera important. The results record an apparently casual 
moment within the context of a fully considered scenario. 

Hinson said of her photographs, “Although reminiscent of informal family snapshots, Lee’s images 
are compelling works of art, distinguished by their scale, formal complexity and sense of animation. In their 
enlarged format, they bristle with surface detail and texture which are enlivened by an intense palette of 
colors.” 

The Cleveland Museum of Art receives operating support from the Ohio Arts Council and the 
Institute of Museum and Library Services. 

The Cleveland Museum of Art is one of America’s leading comprehensive Museums. Its permanent 
collection is world renowned for its quality and breadth, spanning 6,000 years. The Museum is a significant 
international forum for exhibitions, scholarship and art acquisitions. For more information on the Museum, its 
holdings, programs, services and events, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit www.ClevelandArt.org. 
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